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little shanty called the Zlaten Lev or Golden Lion, where I had a small
cell called a bedroom, infested with mice which ran along the bedrail
.and played merry games with me at night as I lay in a coffin-like box
called a bed. The catering in the Zlaten Lev was supplied by a German
Jew, who charged enormous sums for the vilest food. The attaches had
the first call, and correspondents like myself had to be content with
licking our lips, and scenting the meats from afar, until the attaches had
satisfied their appetites, when we partook of the crumbs that fell from
the rich men's table.
While we were waiting to go further forward I wandered one day
outside the town and went into a Gypsy encampment which was one of
the most extraordinary places I have ever seen. I was glad to escape
with my money and my life. There were streets of mud huts, not bigger
than pigsties, and so low that to get inside the Romany tribe had to
crawl through the doorways like beasts. The place was filthy beyond
description, and it was pervaded by pestilential smells. Hundreds of
children, many of them stark naked, played about the open patches,
fighting and screaming like a forest full of monkeys. Squatting in the
shadows of the wall, or drawing water from the wells, or pacing slowly
through the Lilliputian streets, was the adult population of this Romany
camp. There were many beautiful women and girls among them,
dressed in loose trousers tight at the ankle, and in cotton jackets tied
with gaudy sashes. One of them came running up to me, showing her
white teeth and flashing her black eyes, and then seizing me by the
wrist made signs that she wanted to tell my fortune. In less than a
minute I was surrounded by half the population all clamouring for
baksheesh, all plucking at my clothes, while among them stood tall
Gypsy fellows armed with long sticks. I had anxious thoughts about a
belt full of gold pieces round my waist. An old man, who seemed to be
chief of the tribe, brought up a young girl completely naked and as
beautiful as a Greek bronze, and I understood that he was willing to sell
her to me for a few coins. I wondered what would have happened if I
took this wild little animal back to Holland Street, Kensington, but I
resisted the temptation. By good luck a police officer came riding
through the village, and suddenly at the sight of him there was a shrill
whistle and a general scamper like rabbits frightened to their holes. I
followed the mounted policeman until I was clear of the village, and
though he could speak nothing but Bulgarian I understood his words
to mean that the Gypsy camp was not a nice place for a Christian
gentleman.
When I went back to Stara Zagora I received the welcome news that
we were to move on, and that this time we should see something of the
fighting in Turkish territory and the siege of Adrianople.